










Manuscript version: Author’s Accepted Manuscript 
The version presented in WRAP is the author’s accepted manuscript and may differ from the 
published version or Version of Record. 
 
Persistent WRAP URL: 
http://wrap.warwick.ac.uk/112457                                                 
 
How to cite: 
Please refer to published version for the most recent bibliographic citation information.  
If a published version is known of, the repository item page linked to above, will contain 
details on accessing it. 
 
Copyright and reuse: 
The Warwick Research Archive Portal (WRAP) makes this work by researchers of the 
University of Warwick available open access under the following conditions.  
 
Copyright © and all moral rights to the version of the paper presented here belong to the 
individual author(s) and/or other copyright owners. To the extent reasonable and 
practicable the material made available in WRAP has been checked for eligibility before 
being made available. 
 
Copies of full items can be used for personal research or study, educational, or not-for-profit 
purposes without prior permission or charge. Provided that the authors, title and full 
bibliographic details are credited, a hyperlink and/or URL is given for the original metadata 
page and the content is not changed in any way. 
 
Publisher’s statement: 
Please refer to the repository item page, publisher’s statement section, for further 
information. 
 












Citizenship	 in	 the	UK	has	 in	 recent	 times	been	explicitly	 framed	as	a	privilege	not	a	 right,	




a	 range	 of	 disavowed	 political	 groups.	 Although	 not	 new,	 'bad	 character'	 has	 become	 a	
principle	reason	for	citizenship	refusals	in	recent	years,	though	has	received	little	academic	
scrutiny.	By	bringing	together	quantitative	and	qualitative	data	on	citizenship	refusals,	the	

















Office	 2013).	 Though	 the	 sentiment	 is	 not	 new,	 its	 stark	 expression	 is	 a	 reflection	 of	 the	





measures	 have	 been	 introduced,	 or,	 if	 already	 in	 place,	 enhanced,	 to	 allow	 for	 the	 state	
retraction,	withdrawal	or	denial	of	citizenship	(Kapoor	and	Narkowicz	2017).		Such	measures	
include	citizenship	deprivation,	passport	removals	and	refusal	of	naturalisation.		The	effect	





‘character’	 of	 a	 subject.	 	 A	 sufficiently	 amorphous	 value-laden	 measure,	 the	 notion	 of	
‘character’	has	been	overlaid	onto	 the	already	 institutionalised,	 complex	 interconnections	
between	 race	 and	 criminality,	 supplementing	 the	 check	 against	 criminal	 conduct	 with	 a	













on	character	has	 received	 relatively	 little	attention,	a	 significant	oversight	because,	as	we	
illustrate	below,	 it	 represents	the	principle	reason	for	citizenship	refusal	over	the	 last	 few	
years.	In	this	paper	we	address	this	gap,	exploring	the	use	of	the	notion	of	‘bad	character’	as	
a	 border	 policing	 technique.	 	 We	 consider	 its	 application	 in	 immigration	 and	 citizenship	
regulation,	focusing	particularly	on	the	latter.	Through	a	multi-method	analysis	using	Home	





to	 supplement	 and	 legitimate	 race/class	 dynamics	 of	 immigration/citizenship	 exclusion.		
Framed	 in	terms	of	an	ever	expansive	notion	of	criminality,	 itself	a	process	that	mobilises	










Brown	 Government’s	 ‘Path	 to	 Citizenship’,	 accordingly,	 strengthened	 a	 notion	 in	
development	for	some	time	that	citizenship	was	something	to	be	‘earned’	(Home	Office	2008,	
Blunkett	2002).		The	2009	enhancement	centred	around	a	staged	process	that	would	involve	
demonstration	of	contribution	 to	social	and	economic	 life	 in	a	number	of	ways	as	well	as	
proving	a	certain	degree	of	assimilation.	Sufficient	knowledge	of	life	in	the	UK	and	the	English	
language,	 requirements	 passed	 in	 2002	 (Byrne	 2017),	 would	 need	 to	 be	 demonstrated	
alongside	 exemplifying	 that	 one	 was	 of	 reputable	 ‘character’,	 a	 requirement	 that	
encompassed	multiple	considerations	including	previous	criminal	convictions	and	suspected	











At	 the	 policy	 level,	 the	 attachment	 of	 the	 notion	 of	 ‘good	 character’	 to	 immigration-
citizenship	regulations	has	been	threaded	through	Britain’s	racialized	history	of	immigration	
and	nationality	 legislation.	Alongside	the	 immigration	restrictions	of	 the	1960s	and	1970s,	






















the	 late	1990s,	 reinvigored	 through	 the	securitisation	of	 the	War	on	Terror,	has	 relied	on	
criminalisation	as	a	key	mechanism	for	justifying	exclusions	in	response	to	populist	demands	









danger	 to	 the	 community’	 (UN	 General	 Assembly	 1951:2).	 In	 2004	 the	 UK	 Government	
specified	 that	 ‘serious	 crimes’	 included	 terrorism	 and	 related	 offences,	 but	 also	 ‘drug	
offences,	 immigration	offences,	 customs	and	excise	offences,	offences	against	 the	person	
including	a	wide	range	of	sexual	offences,	and	offences	against	property	such	as	theft	and	
criminal	damage’	(Joint	Committee	on	Human	Rights	2004,	p.7).	Similar	expansive	criteria	on	
criminality	 were	 incorporated	 into	 immigration	 legislation	 for	 deciding	 applications	 and	
subsequently	 came	 to	 inform	 policy	 specifying	 the	 requirements	 for	 indefinite	 leave	 to	
remain	and	citizenship	applications	 (Home	Office	2008,	2013,	2017).	 	The	commitment	 to	
renew	and	reinvigorate	the	character	requirement	 in	2009	drew	on	this	policy	 legacy	also	
placing	greater	emphasis	on	criminality	compared	with	its	invocation	in	previous	nationality	












normally	 constitute	 grounds	 for	 refusal,	 but	 scale	 and	 persistence	 of	 such	 activities	 are	
considered	 potential	 grounds,	 particularly	 if	 it	 is	 a	 case	 likely	 to	 attract	 public	 or	 media	
attention.	 	Parenting,	debt,	bankruptcy	 factor	 too.	 	The	guidance	 further	 stipulates	 that	a	
decision	maker	can	still	refuse	citizenship	if	they	have	additional	doubts	outside	of	this	list	
and	there	is	some	flexibility	in	its	application	and	interpretation	(Home	Office	2013,	p.4).	In	
December	 2014	 the	 Home	 Office	 included	 additional	 criteria	 to	 the	 list	 of	 undesirable	
behaviours	 including	 illegal	 entry	 to	 the	 UK,	 assisting	 illegal	 migration,	 and	 a	 lack	 of	






the	 dialectic	 intrinsic	 to	 the	 construction	 of	 citizenship.	 A	 privileged	 status,	 citizenship	 is	
recurringly	framed	through	its	Others	whether	that	be	non-citizens,	those	marked	as	outside	




of	 the	political-legal	 subject-citizen	 is	 continuously	 (re)defined	and	understood.	While	 the	
multiple	levels	at	which	citizenship	operates-	as	legal	status,	as	identity	marker	and	as	a	claim	
to	sovereignty-	tells	us	that	the	granting	of	formal	citizenship	is	not	necessarily	sufficient	for	
inclusion	 into	 the	 ‘community	 of	 value’	 (Anderson	 2013),	 the	 material	 freedoms	 and	
protections	that	are	attached	to	formal	legal	citizenship	and	the	claim-making	that	it	enables,	





at	 the	 structural	 level	 it	 is	 Britain’s	 colonial	 and	 imperial	 history,	 and	 so	 global	 racial	





them	 (Kapoor	 2018).	 	 In	 the	 postcolonial	 period	 the	 racialized	 framing	 of	 citizenship	 has	
operated	at	two	levels:	on	the	first,	racial	ideas	of	nativism,	indigeneity	and	contamination	
continue	to	inform	the	conceptualisation	of	who	counts	as	‘citizen’	(Goldberg	2002);	and	then	






























criminalisation.	 	 ‘Mugging’,	 ‘grooming’,	 ‘terrorism’	 and	 ‘gangs’	 are	 socially	 constructed	 in	
ways	such	that	they	become	synonymous	with	racialized	communities	and	cultures	(Hall	et	






‘fraudulent’	 immigrant,	the	black	gang	member/drug	dealer,	the	Muslim	‘terrorist’.	 	 In	the	
context	 of	 policing	 citizenship,	 the	 policy	 specifications	 which	 expand	 the	 scope	 of	 what	
constitutes	bad	character	by	way	of	criminalised	behaviour,	thus,	in	many	ways	represent	the	
structural	accompaniment	to	the	broader	ideological	discourse	interconnecting	race	in	all	its	
floating	 signifying	 forms	 with	 criminalised	 representations	 (Hall	 et	 al	 1978,	 Gilroy	 1987,	
Goldberg	1993).			
	
While	 the	 framework	 for	 demarcating	 citizens	 and	 granting	 citizenship	 has	 always	 been	
deeply	 racialized,	 the	 supplementation	 of	 ‘objective’	 thresholds	 for	 citizenship	 such	 as	
residency	 requirements	with	 such	 ‘subjective’	 criteria	 significantly	 expands	 the	 scope	 for	







The	 research	 presented	 in	 this	 article	 comes	 from	 a	 larger	 study	which	 has	 explored	 the	
shifting	dynamics	of	race	and	citizenship	in	the	context	of	the	War	on	Terror	through	focusing	
on	 different	 mechanisms	 of	 exclusion	 and	 expulsion.	 The	 research	 has	 involved	 semi-
structured	interviews	with	individuals	who	have	been	criminalised	in	this	context	and	subject	
to	some	measure	of	citizenship	deformation	in	the	process;	semi-structured	interviews	with	
human	 rights	 lawyers	 and	 third	 sector	 advocacy	 organisations;	 content	 analysis	 of	 legal	
judgements	 and	 policy	 reports;	 and	 quantitative	 analysis	 of	 Home	 Office	 statistics	 on	
immigration	 and	 citizenship.	 	 For	 the	 purposes	 of	 this	 paper	 we	 draw	 upon	 citizenship	
statistics	data	published	by	the	Home	Office	which	are	supplemented	by	additional	data	we	
have	 acquired	 through	 Freedom	 of	 Information	 requests.	 Table	 cz-01	 which	 reports	
citizenship	 grants	 and	 refusals,	 Table	 cz-01qa	 which	 reports	 citizenship	 applications	 by	
country	of	nationality	and	Table	cz-09	which	reports	‘Refusals	of	citizenship	by	reason’	are	all	
used	 from	 the	 published	 Home	 Office	 Citizenship	 statistics.	 	 In	 conjunction	 data	 were	
provided	 on	 refusals	 of	 citizenship	 on	 grounds	 of	 ‘not	 good	 character’	 by	 country	 of	
nationality	for	each	year	between	2002	and	2011	(FOI	Request	26908	25	April	2013).	In	order	
to	 assess	 the	 prevalence	 and	 distribution	 of	 citizenship	 refusals	 on	 the	 grounds	 of	 bad	





each	country.	 	This	assumes	that	the	overall	 refusal	 rate	 is	evenly	distributed,	which	does	
pose	some	limits	on	the	findings	since	it	is	quite	possible	(and	the	evidence	suggests	likely)	






The	 quantitative	 analysis	 is	 supplemented	 with	 analysis	 of	 legal	 judgements	 on	 appeals	
against	 naturalisation	 refusal.	We	analyse	 a	 selection	of	 judgements	 from	 the	High	Court	
(Administrative	 Court)	 deciding	 on	 appeals	 against	 refusals	 of	 naturalisation	 on	 character	
grounds	 but	 which	 do	 not	 constitute	 terrorism/national	 security	 reasons.	 	 These	 case	




analysis	 (15	 in	 total	 out	 of	 over	 100	 judgements	 in	 the	 period	 concerning	 deportation,	
citizenship	deprivation	and	refusal	of	entry	issues).		SIAC	was	established	in	1997	in	order	to	
















Since	the	early	2000s	there	has	been	a	general	 trend	of	steady	 increase	 in	the	number	of	















Within	 this	 trend,	 the	 data	 indicates	 that	 refusals	 on	 character	 grounds	 are	 unevenly	
distributed	and	some	nationalities	are	more	likely	to	be	refused	for	such	reasons	compared	
with	others.		The	data	we	analysed	shows	this	uneven	distribution	to	be	the	case	since	2002	










Leone,	 Iran,	 Palestine	 and	 Libya	 are	 consistently	more	 likely	 to	 be	 refused	 citizenship	 on	
character	grounds	compared	with	the	average	rate.	From	2008	there	was	a	significant	rise	in	










refusing	 citizenship	 on	 character	 grounds,	 as	 noted	 above,	 refers	 to	 ‘deception	 and	
dishonesty’	 in	 any	 liaison	with	 a	 state	 department,	 a	 sufficiently	 broad	 criterion	 that	 can	




impossible	 to	 arrive	 as	 an	 asylum	 seeker	 ‘legally’,	 without	 incurring	 some	 kind	 of	 legal	
infraction	(Schuster	2011),	and	the	exclusion	from	or	limited	access	to	basic	services	such	as	
healthcare	 and	 housing	 mean	 transgression	 becomes	 a	 necessity	 for	 most	 to	 survive	
(Schuster	2011),	it	is	quite	possible	that	the	measure	of	‘deception	and	dishonesty’	offers	a	
way	to	exclude	from	British	citizenship	large	numbers	of	individuals	who	have	arrived	via	the	
asylum	 route.	 Though	 denial	 of	 citizenship	 by	 naturalisation	 does	 not	mean	 the	 right	 of	
	 10	
residency	 is	 retracted	 it	 does	 maintain	 a	 position	 of	 precariousness	 for	 those	 refused,	





The	 alluded	 connection	 between	 refusal	 of	 naturalisation	 on	 the	 grounds	 of	 ‘not	 good	
character’	 and	 arrival	 to	 Britain	 via	 the	 asylum	 route	 is	 supported	 in	 the	 data	 from	 legal	
judgements,	which	shed	more	detailed	light	on	the	way	in	which	character	has	come	to	be	





good	 character’	 largely	 fell	 into	 one	 of	 two	 broad	 categories.	 The	 first	 encompass	









In	 the	 first	set	of	cases,	denial	of	citizenship	on	grounds	of	administrative	 irregularity	and	
minor	 criminalised	 infractions	 operates	 as	 part	 of	 the	 sustained	 criminalisation	 of	
immigration	which	has	involved	the	merging	of	the	two	sets	of	judicial	systems	(criminal	and	
administrative)	and	legal	apparatus	(criminal	and	immigration	law).	In	a	number	of	the	cases	
we	 analysed,	 the	 reason	 for	 refusal	 of	 citizenship	 was	 premised	 on	 discrepancies	 in	
administrative	documentation.	Xue	Zhen	Cao	arrived	in	the	UK	seeking	asylum	from	China	in	
2003,	 granted	 refuge	 and	 eventual	 indefinite	 leave	 to	 remain	 in	 2010	 (Xue	 Zhen	 Cao	 v	
Secretary	of	State	2015).		A	two	year	discrepancy	in	her	date	of	birth	as	it	was	recorded	on	
two	separate	documents	–	her	birth	certificate	from	China	had	stated	her	date	of	birth	as	3rd	
December	 1985	 and	 her	 solicitors	 had	 recorded	her	 date	 of	 birth	 on	 her	 indefinite	 leave	
application	as	3rd	December	1983	–	led	to	a	refusal	to	transfer	her	indefinite	leave	to	remain	
stamp	onto	her	newly	acquired	passport	from	China	when	it	was	eventually	acquired	in	2010	
(in	 her	 appeal	 it	 was	 noted	 that	 her	 poor	 English	 had	 inhibited	 her	 from	 checking	 the	






In	 the	 case	 of	 Poloko	Hiri,	 a	 Botswanan	 national	who	 served	 as	 a	member	 of	 the	 British	
military	as	a	citizen	of	 the	British	commonwealth,	he	was	denied	citizenship	because	of	a	
speeding	infraction	which	resulted	in	a	fine	and	points	on	his	licence	(Poloko	Hiri	v	Secretary	




Shortly	 after	 he	 applied	 for	 naturalized	 British	 citizenship	 and	 was	 refused	 on	 character	
grounds,	on	account	of	his	speeding	infraction.		As	the	tenets	of	crimmigration	are	extended	








guidance	 for	 denying	 naturalisation	 for	 reasons	 of	 bad	 character	 specifies	 as	 one	 set	 of	
grounds	for	refusal	‘involvement’	or	‘association’	with	‘war	crimes,	crimes	against	humanity	
or	genocide’.		Analysis	of	the	actions	or	behaviours	of	the	individual	cases	where	applicants	























that	 the	 Secretary	 of	 State	 had	 ‘serious	 doubts’	 about	 Dariush’s	 character	 ‘due	 to	 his	
association	with	crimes	against	humanity’	(Dariush	Amirifard	v	Secretary	of	State,	2013,	s.19).	
	
Though	 the	 Home	 Secretary	 did	 not	 dispute	 the	 Claimant's	 contention	 that	 he	 ‘did	 not	
actively	participate	in	human	rights	abuses’,	she	did	conclude	that	he	was	‘involved	in	and	
associated	with’	such	abuses	having	been	"directly	responsible	for	taking	prisoners	to	their	












enabling	 citizenship	 refusal	 –	 in	 many	 cases	 where	 citizenship	 applications	 are	 made	 by	
individuals	who	 arrive	 in	 the	UK	 via	 the	 asylum	 route	 there	 is	 always	 the	 possibility	 of	 a	






















Analysis	of	 these	 judgements	 also	 indicate	 the	extensive	 reach	of	 ‘character’	 for	deciding	
applications	 on	 citizenship.	 Sometimes	 a	 mark	 against	 character	 related	 to	 a	 direct	
association	with	a	political	organisation	identified	as	‘extreme’,	irrespective	of	whether	this	
was	past	or	present.	This	included	being	politically	involved	in	a	wide	range	of	groups	with	












those	 views	 are	 overt	 or	 covert’	 (MSB	 v	 Secretary	 of	 State	 2016,	 s.59),	 implying	 that	 the	
thoughts	 of	 an	 individual,	 where,	 as	 the	 Home	 Office	 noted,	 ‘the	 applicant	 harboured	
extremist	 views	 and	 in	 that	 silent	 sense,	 supported	 the	 extremist	 organisation’	 (MSB	 v	
Secretary	 of	 State	 2016,	 p.14)	were	 also	 to	 be	 considered,	 exemplifying	 a	 version	 of	 the	
dogma-line	racism	in	practice	that	Medovoi	(2012)	alludes	to.			
	




related	 activity.	 Resonating	 with	 other	 forms	 of	 collective	 criminalisation,	 such	 as	 Joint	
Enterprise	laws	(Williams	and	Clarke	2016)	which	operate	on	the	basis	of	guilt	by	association,	
this	 set	 of	 reasonings,	whether	 in	 the	 past	 or	 the	 present,	 come	 to	 form	 the	majority	 of	
naturalisation	refusal	cases	dealt	with	by	SIAC.		
	
When	 a	 person	 seeking	 naturalisation	 completes	 the	 application	 form	 they	 are	 asked	 to	
answer	 three	 questions	 regarding	 involvement	 in	 criminal,	 terrorist	 or	 extremist	 activity,	







rationale	 is	 to	 effectively	 expand	 the	 scope	 of	 who	 can	 be	 criminalised	 and	 so	 refused	
citizenship	on	such	character	grounds.	In	the	case,	ARM	v	Secretary	of	State,	the	appellant	
was	 deemed	 of	 bad	 character	 because	 of	 his	 association	with	 Abu	Qatada.	 The	 link	was	
partially	 made	 using	 a	 newspaper	 article	 that	 pointed	 to	 the	 connection.	 Despite	 the	




process,	 the	 Home	 Office	 disclosed	 guidance	 issued	 to	 caseworkers	 for	 considering	
applications	where	an	individual	is	thought	to	have	association	with	individuals	or	groups	that	




person	 has	 associations	 with	 ‘such	 individuals’	 yet	 is	 unaware	 of	 their	 background	 or	
activities,	they	must	‘cease	that	association’	once	they	find	out	about	it.		
	





aware	 that	 his	 associates	 were	 regarded	 as	 being	 suspicious	 once	 he	 had	 been	 refused	
naturalisation.		
	
In	 the	 case	 of	 one	 of	 the	 female	 applicants	 (MNY	 v	 Secretary	 of	 State	 2016),	 her	 main	
association	to	an	Islamic	extremist	was	through	her	friend,	who	was	the	girlfriend	of	someone	
who	 had	 engaged	 in	 terrorism-related	 activity.	 Other	 cases	 involving	 women	 who	 we	
interviewed	as	part	of	the	project	reveal	the	gendered	nature	of	the	process	where	women	
are	made	 guilty	 by	 association	 through	 family	 and	marriage.	 In	 such	 cases	 the	 guidance	












the	 standard	 phrase	 used	 in	 letters	 of	 citizenship	 refusal	 sent	 to	 individuals	 (see	MNY	 v	
Secretary	of	State	2016).		
	
The	Home	Office	guidance	goes	on	 to	suggest	caseworkers	 look	 for	 ‘suggestions’	 that	 the	











































qualifications	 to	 citizenship	 in	 the	 present.	 	While	 discourses	 of	 nativism	 and	 indigeneity	
remain	 an	 underlying	 thread	 that	 inform	 nationalist	 ideas	 of	 belonging	 and	 are	
institutionalised	through	immigration	policy	and	whose	citizenship	is	always	in	question,	the	




Though	 there	 are	 specific	 ways	 in	 which	 the	 assessment	 of	 character	 is	 invoked	 against	
different	cohorts	of	immigrants	and	asylum	seekers,	the	flexibility	and	expansive	nature	of	
criminalisation	attached	to	the	concept	paves	the	way	 for	an	enduring	shift	 in	hegemonic	
political	 narratives	 of	 what	 citizenship	 is	 or	 ought	 to	 be.	 Since	 the	 sin	 that	 is	 harboured	
(Medovoi	 2012)	 within	 these	 transgressive	 subjects	 can	 be	 related	 to	 ‘deception	 or	
dishonesty’	in	the	immigration	process,	the	political	violence	of	the	context	from	which	they	
have	 sought	 refuge	 in	 Britain,	 or	 indirect	 associations	with	 others	 deemed	 to	 be	 of	 ‘bad	
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Source:	 Home	 Office	 Citizenship	 Table	 cz-01qa-Citizenship	 Applications	 by	 Country	 of	
Nationality	2016;	Home	Office	FOI	Response	26908,	25	April	2013.	
	
